The making of literature : a continuing conversation by Bellis, Natalie et al.
	 	
	
 
This is the published version 
 
Bellis, Natalie, Parr, Graham and Doecke, Brenton 2009, The making of 
literature : a continuing conversation, Changing English, vol. 16, no. 2, pp. 
165-179. 
 
 
 
 
 
Available from Deakin Research Online 
 
http://hdl.handle.net/10536/DRO/DU:30033549	
	
	
 
 
 
 
Reproduced with the kind permission of the copyright owner 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Copyright: 2009, Taylor and Francis 
 
 
 
  
PLEASE SCROLL DOWN FOR ARTICLE
This article was downloaded by: [Deakin University]
On: 24 March 2011
Access details: Access Details: [subscription number 907464590]
Publisher Routledge
Informa Ltd Registered in England and Wales Registered Number: 1072954 Registered office: Mortimer House, 37-
41 Mortimer Street, London W1T 3JH, UK
Changing English
Publication details, including instructions for authors and subscription information:
http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/title~content=t713410430
The Making of Literature: A Continuing Conversation
Natalie Bellisa; Graham Parra; Brenton Doeckea
a Faculty of Education, Monash University, Melbourne, Australia
To cite this Article Bellis, Natalie , Parr, Graham and Doecke, Brenton(2009) 'The Making of Literature: A Continuing
Conversation', Changing English, 16: 2, 165 — 179
To link to this Article: DOI: 10.1080/13586840902863145
URL: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13586840902863145
Full terms and conditions of use: http://www.informaworld.com/terms-and-conditions-of-access.pdf
This article may be used for research, teaching and private study purposes. Any substantial or
systematic reproduction, re-distribution, re-selling, loan or sub-licensing, systematic supply or
distribution in any form to anyone is expressly forbidden.
The publisher does not give any warranty express or implied or make any representation that the contents
will be complete or accurate or up to date. The accuracy of any instructions, formulae and drug doses
should be independently verified with primary sources. The publisher shall not be liable for any loss,
actions, claims, proceedings, demand or costs or damages whatsoever or howsoever caused arising directly
or indirectly in connection with or arising out of the use of this material.
Changing English
Vol. 16, No. 2, June 2009, 165–179
ISSN 1358-684X print/ISSN 1469-3585 online
© 2009 The editors of Changing English
DOI: 10.1080/13586840902863145
http://www.informaworld.com
The Making of Literature: A Continuing Conversation
Natalie Bellis, Graham Parr* and Brenton Doecke
Faculty of Education, Monash University, Melbourne, Australia
Taylor and Francis LtdCCEN_A_386486.sgm10.1080/135 840902863145hanging English358-684X (pr nt)/1469- 58  (online)Original Article2 09e editors of Chan ing English60 000June 2009G hamPa rgraha .p r @ ducat on.mona .edu.au
Introduction
This article borrows the title of an influential Australian study by Ian Reid to raise
questions about how students read and respond to texts within classroom settings. In
1984 Reid published The Making of Literature, where he drew on poststructuralist
insights to develop a new approach to the teaching of literature (what he called the
‘Workshop’ approach) in contradistinction to more traditional understandings of the
role of literature within the school curriculum (the ‘Gallery’). His book was followed
by a raft of studies and classroom resources (e.g. Gilbert 1989, 1987; Mellor, O’Neill
and Patterson 1988; Morgan 1994) that similarly challenged the traditional literary
canon and the place of literature within Australian English curriculum and pedagogy.
Since then, Australia has witnessed a conservative backlash, which has sought to
reaffirm Australia’s so-called literary heritage (or what one commentator has called
‘Australia’s Anglo-Celtic culture’ – see Donnelly 2004, 58) and to reinstate
traditional ways of teaching texts.
This essay revisits Reid’s text, presenting three contrasting points of view across
two generational spans, in order to raise questions about its continuing relevance. We
attempt to put the ‘Culture Wars’ of recent years behind us, arguing for an approach
to literary texts that is firmly grounded in the social relationships within any classroom,
enabling children and adolescents to engage in productive imaginative play – play
which should be at the centre of good English curriculum and pedagogy. Such play
involves a heightened awareness of the complex relationships between texts and
contexts, of the way interpretive communities construct meaning by engaging with
texts. The essay begins by presenting the voices of the authors as they each reflect in
turn on the significance of Reid’s text, followed by further dialogue about the role of
literature within the English curriculum.
1. Entry point (Natalie)
Imagine, if you will… a room for making… It’s messy and noisy, because lots of people
are busily at work. There’s argument, joking, gossip; there’s activity on all sides. One
talkative group seems to be either dismantling something or piecing it together; another
is intently mixing ingredients, several individuals here and there are bent absorbedly
over benches, machines, easels, desks…a multi-media experiment seems to be underway
in one corner. A few are silently preoccupied with their reading – or is it their writing?
… (Reid 1984, 13)
*Corresponding author. Email: graham.parr@education.monash.edu.au
D
o
w
n
lo
ad
ed
 B
y:
 [
De
ak
in
 U
ni
ve
rs
it
y]
 A
t:
 0
4:
51
 2
4 
Ma
rc
h 
20
11
166  N. Bellis et al.
Reid’s evocative description of a classroom ‘workshop’ model still excites/
inspires me, even though it was written before I had begun formal schooling as a
student, let alone as a teacher. The words seem ‘fresh’. This is discomforting. In my
few years of teaching experience I have continuously felt as though I am embarking
on my career in the midst of significant change – locally, nationally, even globally.
Many of the factors that affect my work as a teacher appear to operate in a state of
flux. New state curriculum documentation. A new English course for Victoria’s
Matriculation system. New policy directions after the recent Australian Federal
Election. And now a new national curriculum beckons. If so much can change within
my professional landscape in just a few years, how can Reid’s model for a ‘contem-
porary’ literature classroom still ring true in so many ways?
Looking back over the four years of my teaching career, I can recall many
moments when Reid’s privileging of play and imagination felt synonymous with
my classroom practice. Usually, these moments involved a degree of risk-taking,
for myself and my students. I have written elsewhere (Bellis 2006) about how the
challenges involved in teaching a particular text to particular students can lead to
serendipitous possibilities in the classroom. I had commenced my first year of
teaching in what felt like an alien environment for me – a rural, private school. In
Term 3 of that year in my Year 10 English class (i.e. with students around 15–16
years of age), I set out to teach a new Australian young adult novel, Njunjul the
Sun, narrated from the perspective of an Australian Aboriginal teenager, only to be
faced with an uncomfortable degree of resistance from my students. I was uncer-
tain at first about how to break down the resistance and help them to find a way
into this text that they found so confronting. It was this challenge that led to one
particular lesson that captures, at least for me, elements of Reid’s workshop
model.
On this sunny afternoon, the schoolyard became my students’ classroom as they
sprawled under the sun before sheets of coloured paper and pots of paint. They
responded to Njunjul’s voice, which they had found so difficult to appreciate in their
‘private’ reading, through the social activity of ‘making’ art: 
My year 10’s started their ‘works of art’ today and they’re absolutely loving it… we
worked outside, some groups on picnic tables, others on the steps of the mini amphithe-
atre and another group on the grass – that group got very creative and took off their shoes
and socks and put footprints all over their sheet of cardboard, and the grass, and the pave-
ment… They were all engaged, the sun was shining and it was a beautiful afternoon.
I was amazed by the thought that was going into their work. They had all these complex
reasons for every element such as the colours they had chosen, the symbols they used,
the shapes that some groups had decided to cut their A3 sheet into… (Extract from an
email conversation between Natalie Bellis and Graham Parr, published in Doecke,
Howie, and Sawyer (2006))
Looking back at this time in my first year of teaching, from the critical distance of a
few years, it is clearer to me now than it was then that it was in the act of creating their
own ‘texts’ that my students began to develop an appreciation for Pryor and
McDonald’s creation. The art that they produced was more than a ‘response’ to the set
text. Through their conversations, they were reflexively engaging in a process of
meaning making, drawing on the resources available to them: materials such as paint
brushes and paper; their understanding of symbolism and other artistic conventions;
their knowledge of Australian Aboriginal art; their own values, interests, beliefs and
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traditions. Consequently, the texts that my students produced reflected their knowl-
edge and understanding of Njunjul the Sun… and much more.
2. Dialogue and meaning making (Graham)
Natalie’s recalling here of a moment from her first year of teaching vividly brings back
to me our email conversation about her teaching of Njunjul at the time. I still remember
my curiosity as I imagined the paintings her students had created. I remember contem-
plating the sorts of conversations (spoken and written) in Natalie’s classroom that must
have led up to and mediated the creation of those paintings. I had been a lecturer in
Natalie’s pre-service studies the previous year, and so I suppose part of me was grat-
ified to see her, a graduate teacher, doing what Reid had called ‘clearing [imaginative]
spaces for young learners to talk purposefully together’ (Reid 1984, 36). Clearing
spaces? Students talking purposefully? Is that so unusual in early-career teaching?
Well, not necessarily.
Natalie’s account of her practice in her email prompted me to muse over the impor-
tance of dialogue in the literature ‘classroom’. It was not just a matter of remembering
how much students enjoy working with a variety of media in the process of engaging
with texts. Natalie’s story reminded me of the challenges involved when a teacher, or
indeed a group of students, ‘clears a space’ for ‘purposeful talk’. Purposeful talk? This
sounds a bit earnest. Can one be playful and still purposeful?
In the quotation with which Natalie began this article, Reid makes reference to
students in the Workshop ‘dismantling something or piecing it together; … mixing
ingredients.’ To me, this is about the ongoing negotiation of possibilities that is the
lifeblood of teaching literature. I am reminded of my own time as a literature teacher
in secondary classrooms, teaching Margaret Atwood’s novel, Cat’s Eye.
My first experience of teaching Cat’s Eye had been in my own graduate year as a
teacher of English literature. It was a small class; only a very few Year 12 students
had elected to study this novel. And so those who wanted to, came to the special ‘Cat’s
Eye class’ that a colleague and I organised to take place after school, outside of
‘normal’ timetabled lessons. In that class we did our fair share of dismantling, piecing
together, and mixing of ingredients, although I cringe somewhat as I remember the
battery of comprehension questions I still felt obliged to create and impose on these
hapless students. My colleague, Marianne, and I had not taught this novel before, but
we had certainly enjoyed reading it ourselves. We had talked excitedly about it as
readers of literature over several weeks before we began our team teaching. I think the
students responded positively to our enthusiasm and to the dialogue between two read-
ers who also happened to be teachers. This was one of my first experiences of team
teaching, and I have to say I was as interested in the professional dialogue in and out
of the classroom as I was by the prospect of teaching Atwood’s novel to these
students. Reid (1984, 41–2) commends team teaching as a way of deconstructing the
authority of the teacher’s hold over the text.
Ten years later, I had the opportunity to teach Cat’s Eye for the second time. It was
with a very different group of students, a different team of teachers (eight of us were
teaching Cat’s Eye), in a different school. In some ways I was a different teacher. There
were fewer comprehension questions, for a start. Dialogue was still at the centre of my
pedagogy, but this time my students and I were clearing quite different spaces for that
dialogue. The school was a well-resourced, independent, single-sex girls’ school in the
eastern suburbs of Melbourne. Similar to Natalie’s approach with Njunjul, my
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colleagues and I had devised a task that involved students recreating one of the many
paintings described by the central character in Cat’s Eye, Elaine Risley. Along with
this, we required students to write a reflective commentary that would accompany their
selected painting. We hoped this would help the students to engage critically and
imaginatively with the novel.
For this lesson the desks had been arranged in clusters of four, and each cluster had
been covered by sheets of newspaper. A single poster-sized piece of white cardboard
– the ‘canvas’ on which the students would be creating their painting – had been
placed on top of this. I had brought some paints, brushes and bottles of water for rins-
ing brushes. Students collected these from a table near the door, as they entered. Three
to five students were scattered around each ‘canvas’ – some standing, others sitting.
After 30 minutes of a 75 minute class, each group was well and truly engaged in
making their own version of an Elaine Risley original. As I picture this classroom
scene in my professional memory, I like to think there are some connections to Reid’s
(1984) model of a literature Workshop…
Things are certainly ‘noisy and messy,’ and there is indeed ‘activity on all sides.’
In the lead-up to this particular lesson, each group of students has negotiated with each
other and with me to choose the painting they will re-create on their canvas. They have
located some relevant passages from Cat’s Eye, and they have made preliminary deci-
sions about how they will interpret these passages. There is already agreement in some
groups about design elements of their painting.
To the left of the classroom door, two students are distinguished in their group by
their painting smocks; they appear to be the designated ‘painters.’ Their chosen paint-
ing is called ‘Falling women’. They are daubing and dabbing on different parts of the
‘canvas’, deep in conversation. In Atwood’s novel, ‘Falling women’ connects with
Elaine Risley’s memory of a nasty childhood game during one frozen Toronto winter.
Her supposed best friend, Cordelia, had pushed her off a cliff into a deep rocky gorge
and left her there. At one point, the talk of the two designated painters is focused on
how to make sense of Elaine’s nightmarish memory. One moment they are talking
about details of the landscape they are painting – ‘So, how big are the rocks at the
bottom of the gorge?’ The next moment their talk slips into what may be just social
chit-chat as they recall (and to some extent ‘perform’ for each other) memories of their
own childhood ‘best friends.’ 
Jen: Do you even remember … sort of … you know … doing some of that sort of
stuff yourself… when you were really little… to some kid who was … s’posed
to be your best friend?
Lisa: Oh well I don’t know…[In a childish voice] Do ya wanna be my best friend?
[laughter]…
Jen: Yeah, like, you were … you were best friends for … you know … five seconds
or whatever, and then you were…
Lisa: … enemies.
Jen: Yeah. I did… I didn’t. I’m not…Melanie was her name. I’m not proud of it, or
anything, but … yeah, God … yeah I did. I did. I mean … I didn’t shove her
down into a gorge and leave ‘er for dead, but ….
Is this just social chit chat? Perhaps. I think, as their teacher, I was happy for the
students to continue to chat like this, in the belief that there should always be some
space for social exchanges in a literature classroom. And yet, as I can more fully
understand now, there was something else going on. The students were at once inter-
preting Elaine’s verbal text – making sense of Elaine’s re-telling of the childhood
D
o
w
n
lo
ad
ed
 B
y:
 [
De
ak
in
 U
ni
ve
rs
it
y]
 A
t:
 0
4:
51
 2
4 
Ma
rc
h 
20
11
Changing English  169
memory on the page – and interpreting her representation of that story in a visual
text – making sense of her painting, as seen on her canvas in the art gallery wall in
Toronto. In this brief conversation, whether they realised it or not, Jen and Lisa were
interpreting – i.e., making meaning – through a complex dialogic process. What might
at first appear to be just social chit chat can also be seen as a process of spontaneously
creating a story between the two of them in response to Atwood’s story. This is similar
to the ways in which Douglas Barnes (1976), in From Communication to Curriculum,
shows school students developing a ‘cooperative reading’ in response to a poetic text
(pp. 25–9). In the above dialogue it is a personal narrative that Jen and Lisa are creat-
ing, in response to the novel, and yet there are creative, playful and analytical elements
to their narrative too. The very act of their story-telling is mediating the creation of
their painting. Their story-telling and their dialogue are (as in Natalie’s Njunjul class)
at once a response to, an interpretation of, and an elaboration of, Elaine’s story (and
Atwood’s text).
Jen and Lisa’s dialogue is dynamic and generative, inviting further dialogue.
Different strands of dialogue interrelate with each other in ways that are reminiscent
of Bakhtin’s (1981) description of a dialogically enriched (heteroglot) language.
Ideas, stories and experiences in the classroom, like words themselves, 
weave in and out of complex relationships, merge with some, recoil from others, inter-
sect with yet a third group. (Bakhtin 1981, 276)
Certainly, the combination of creative, personal and interpretative talk in this class-
room draws attention to the proactive nature of making meaning. In fact, the particular
moment I have re-constructed above (from notes in a reflective journal I was keeping
at the time), when students are at once painting, talking, interpreting, creating,
imagining and making meaning, seems to me an apt illustration of the ‘Literature
Workshop’ model that Reid proposes. In Bakhtinian terms it is ‘dialogic through and
through’ (Bakhtin 1984, 40).
3. Other Transactions (Brenton)
My own experiences as an early career teacher have also stayed with me. Those expe-
riences typically involved a sense of disjunction, when I became aware of a mismatch
between what I was trying to achieve and what I actually accomplished. There were
times when my students surprised me with their insights, when what they did far
exceeded what I was expecting. (I read both Natalie’s and Graham’s stories as present-
ing instances of a similar kind.) But there were other moments that I experienced as
failure, when my students dully resisted what I was trying to accomplish, or they reacted
with hostility. Either way, I was often prompted to do more than rethink the value of
a particular teaching strategy, and I found myself grappling with some very big ques-
tions: What does it mean to be a teacher of English? What is English? Why do we place
so much value on the teaching of literature? What literature should we teach?
I began teaching some time before the publication of The Making of Literature,
and many of my experiences might be used to illustrate the kind of pedagogy that Reid
is challenging with his vision of the ‘Workshop’. He invokes a ‘Literature Gallery’,
something that we would all ‘recognise’ (Reid 1984, 11), in contradistinction to the
‘Workshop’, to capture what was going on in English classrooms at the time that he
was writing, describing it in the following way: 
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Imagine a room as I describe it. At first it seems spacious, but a second look shows you
that only its extreme tidiness has given that impression. Everything has its fixed position,
its proper place. The items on display are neatly shelved or arranged in glass cases. Each
section is labelled; you can see little signs that say, for instance, ‘Novel’, ‘Poetry’,
‘Drama’. Other signs request visitors not to touch, not to leave fingerprints. Gilt-framed
portraits and plaster busts of authors surmount the furniture. Centrally located is a large
cabinet inscribed ‘Set texts’…
Whether my own classes evinced such tidiness is difficult to say. One abiding memory
I have is when in the early 1980s I was transferred to a school comprising students
who came from a diverse range of ethnic communities. The English Coordinator spent
some time taking me around the place, introducing me to other English teachers, and
giving me an idea of the challenges with which the school was faced. These included
the influx of the ‘boat people’, Vietnamese refugees who were fleeing their country
after the Communist takeover. Our tour ended with a visit to the ‘English Office’, a
room which he had long struggled to establish and of which he was proud as a symbol
of the collegiality and collaboration that he felt typified the English Department. The
most prominent feature in this office was a set of filing cabinets which stored
resources for the use of all English staff, including a mass of assignments on all the
books set for study. There I found literally hundreds of questions and essays topics on
the set texts: To Kill a Mocking Bird, A Man for All Seasons, Macbeth, Romeo and
Juliet, Othello, Lord of the Flies, Animal Farm, 1984, The Lion, the Witch and the
Wardrobe.
These artefacts were perhaps less a sign of a ‘Gallery’, if we take that word to mean
a place for displaying supposedly ‘great’ literary works, than the practices in which
English teachers habitually engage. In my view, it is wrong to suppose that debates
about canons and canonicity shape in any profound way the discussions which English
teachers have when they are choosing texts for their students to study in the following
year. John Guillory draws a distinction between the factors which teachers take into
account when devising a syllabus and the discourse in which literary critics and other
arbiters of taste participate (Guillory 1993). Looking back on my induction into the
‘English Office’, what strikes me most is that nearly all the texts chosen for study were
exactly the same books as those which I had studied when I was a high school student
in the 1960s. As an English Honours graduate I was aware of emerging debates that
were challenging the notion of a received tradition of ‘great’ literary works, reflecting
an emerging appreciation of Australian writing and other post-colonial literatures. But
you would hardly have known those debates were happening, as you rifled your way
through those filing cabinets in the ‘English Office’, looking for the compulsory
assignment on Lord of the Flies.
Some of my most penetrating insights into the ways classrooms operate as inter-
pretive communities were actually gained when I gave my own literary passions full
rein. Although, along with everyone else, I was obliged to prepare my students to
write essays on the set texts in their exams, I still had opportunities to bring the stories
and poems I loved into class. At the time I was constantly reading Australian authors
– names like Henry Lawson, Joseph Furphy, Christina Stead – and occasionally
I would choose material from their work to read to the students. A group of rough and
ready Year 9s sat spellbound, as I read them the scene where Rufus Dawes is almost
flogged to death in For the Term of His Natural Life – once the spell was over, they
got back to their usual antics. I had a small class of Year 10s (they had been bundled
together as the ‘remedial’ class), adolescents of about 15 years old, with whom I read
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the opening chapter of Alan Marshall’s This is the Grass, where he describes his expe-
riences in trying to get a job as a cripple. Other staff felt that the book was ‘far too
difficult’ for this particular group of students, and they frowned on what I was doing,
but I found that even a ‘difficult’ text like this could speak to these students if they felt
it was relevant to them. Many of them were, in fact, actively seeking jobs in order to
leave school, and they knew the rituals associated with job interviews. But perhaps my
most revelatory moment was a more unpleasant one, when I allowed my passion for
Henry Lawson’s stories to get the better of me. It involved reading what I thought was
one of Lawson’s best stories, ‘The Drover’s Wife’, to another group of Year 10s. ‘The
house is built of bark and slit slabs…’ – so I lovingly read the detail in my best voice,
initially from the front of the class. However, I then found myself obliged to slowly
walk up and down the aisles, in a futile effort to suppress each groan of boredom, each
sigh and yawn, as the students writhingly endured what (for them) was the worst story
imaginable (cf. Doecke 1997). Where I saw textual unity, deriving from the way
Lawson skilfully manages to convey a sense of the woman’s outback experiences by
recounting one dramatic incident in her life, the students saw only discrepant detail
without any significance for them. It was a lesson for me in the way that ‘texts’ are a
function of ‘contexts’, revealing the instability of their ‘meaning’ as they are read and
reread by different interpretive communities.
Out of these experiences I slowly distilled an awareness of the complex ways in
which meaning is negotiated in classrooms settings. At that time, Stanley Fish was
provocatively challenging notions that the meaning of texts somehow inheres within
them, arguing that texts are always the product of the contexts or interpretive commu-
nities in which they are read (Fish 1980). The full title of Reid’s book is The Making
of Literature: Texts, Contexts and Classrooms, and by the time it was published I was
open to the way he problematised ‘the literary work itself’, arguing that a ‘text’ is an
‘exchange’, not an ‘object’, ‘a semantic process by which meanings are transacted
through the verbal material, not deposited in it’ (Reid 1984, 56).
4. Breaking down binaries (Natalie)
There is no doubt that the landscape of English teaching has altered, many times, in
the period that Brenton, Graham and I have been teachers. In the opening section
I highlighted some of the changes that have occurred within the few short years that I
have been teaching. And yet, in many ways, it can feel as though very little has
changed. Reflecting on Ian Reid’s words some twenty years after they were written
leaves me wondering just how far we have come. Reid’s vision of the Literature
Workshop was an attempt to challenge some of the binaries that characterise notions
of ‘schooling’ – work and play, reading and writing, canonical literature and student-
produced texts. It was a model that called for integration and fluidity, rather than
compartmentalisation. In his book, Reid begins provocatively with his own binary –
the ‘Workshop’ as opposed to the ‘Gallery’ – but soon transcends this opposition by
arguing the complex relationships that exist between ‘texts’, ‘contexts’ and ‘class-
rooms’, drawing on literary theory to affirm the multiplicity of interpretations that
become possible whenever we read a text.
And yet battles are now being fought again over English education, in Australia
and other parts of the world, battles that position English teachers as entrenched in one
camp or another. Most recently, these debates have centred on the place of literary
theory in the English classroom. Many of the contributions to this debate, particularly
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in the mainstream media, have been polarising. Post-structuralist literary theory – or
what one state minister for education has called postmodernist ‘mumbo jumbo’ has
become a scapegoat for what has supposedly been the erosion of ‘traditional’ notions
of literary engagement: reading for pleasure, ‘personal’ (individual) fulfilment and
appreciation for the aesthetic. This rhetoric has been relentless in some Australian
media outlets and even the political arena. The noisiest contributions to the debate are
deeply suspicious of the word ‘theory’ and what they refer to as ‘the critical literacy
movement’ (Wiltshire 2006). What they share is the belief that the impact of literary
theory on Australian classrooms is stealing ‘the simple joys of reading’ (Donnelly
2005) from students and ‘indoctrinating children to the political agenda of the cultural
Left’ (Wiltshire 2006). Somewhat bewilderingly, these critiques condemn proponents
of literary theory for ‘dumbing down’ the English curriculum (Donnelly 2006), whilst
simultaneously arguing that such theory is too difficult and obscure for high school
students to cope with (Livingstone 2008; Ferrari 2008).
These attacks are deeply troubling for many reasons, but particularly for the crude
distinction that is made between reading with, and for, personal enjoyment and
reading through a critical lens that might lead students to reflect on their interpretive
practices and the standpoints from which they construct their interpretations. Such a
distinction fails to comprehend the complexities of the kinds of textual engagement
that are commonplace in English and literature classrooms, and does not appreciate
these complexities as something to be affirmed. If we ignore these complexities we
do, indeed, ‘dumb down’ the curriculum (to borrow Donnelly’s language), and in
doing so we deny students both the pleasures of engaging with the imaginative world
of texts and the opportunities to reflect on those pleasures in ways that enhance their
sense of themselves as readers.
It is interesting to consider the backlash to the impact of literary theory on English
teaching in the light of the development of teacher professional knowledge in recent
decades. Writing in 1987, Pam Gilbert urged teachers to move beyond the focus on
individualised ‘personal’ responses to texts in the English classroom to embrace the
possibilities afforded through poststructuralist critiques of texts, making explicit the
place of ideology in their construction and reception. Gilbert signalled that there was
a need to move away from foregrounding the personal, ‘the primacy of individual
responses and of personal meaning’ (Gilbert 1987, 237) in order to explore the ways
our personal responses are situated. Such an approach, Gilbert argues, ‘represents a
radical – and powerful – expansion of our understandings of readers, texts and teach-
ers …’ (Gilbert 1987, 250). Ironic, isn’t it, that the term ‘radical’ is now regularly used
in the Australian media to denigrate educators who subscribe to a pedagogical
approach that has been part of the fabric of English and literature teaching for many
years.
At the same time that I was reading Gilbert’s provocative essay, and talking about
the impact of poststructuralist theories on English classrooms with Brenton and
Graham, I was exploring a novel by the contemporary American writer Ann Patchett,
entitled Bel Canto, with my Literature students, in their final year of schooling (i.e.,
their matriculation year). Inspired by the 1996–97 Peruvian hostage crisis, in which
people were held captive by revolutionary forces in the house of the Japanese ambas-
sador to Peru, Patchett features an international ‘chorus’ of hostages and their captors
who are confined for several months in a mansion in an unnamed Latin American
country. Separated from the mundane pressures of their ordinary lives, and faced with
the prospect of imminent death, the characters discover what it is that humans seem to
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truly desire – love, and beauty. The awakening that each character experiences
emerges through the power of music, and particularly through the voice of one of the
trapped hostages Roxanne Coss, an opera singer of world renown. The novel fore-
grounds the importance of communication, whilst also exploring the complexities
inherent in communicating through words. This text immediately appealed to my
students because of its lyrical style and the proposition that it explored. Through class
discussions, close reading and analysis of key passages, as well as collaborative and
individual writing, my students developed their own complex and nuanced readings
of the text.
Early on in our study of the text, I recorded a reflection on my blog about the
experiences we were having: 
My Lit class is really breaking ground at the moment, too. In a class populated by musos,
the beautiful Bel Canto is really working for them. Many of them are starting to capture
the musical lyricism of the novel in their own writing on the text, and that is so, so
gratifying… (Bellis 2008a)
In fact, music was our ‘way in’ to the novel. About a third of my students were
musicians who were heavily involved in the school music scene, and I myself have a
background in music.1 We began our study of the text by listening to the pieces of
music quoted in the epigraph – a chamber song by Vincenzo Bellini and an aria
from Mozart’s opera The Magic Flute. We learnt about operatic conventions and
made connections with the musical genre and Patchett’s style. We discussed the
power of music to transform, looking at examples from popular culture such as
mobile phone salesman Paul Pott’s incredible performance of Puccini’s ‘Nessun
Dorma‘ on the reality TV show ‘Britain’s Got Talent’, which had been featured on
YouTube. We made a trip into Melbourne to watch a performance of The Marriage
of Figaro. These connections not only helped students to develop a reading of the
text which connected with their own interests, knowledge and values, but it helped
them to further develop the analytical skills that are a crucial aspect of the Matricu-
lation Literature course. Using musical terms with which they were familiar from
their own studies of music, they were able to closely attend to the rhythms and
patterns of Patchett’s syntax, the shifting narrative focus, the recurring motifs, the
crescendos conveyed by the language in the lead up to a character’s moment of
epiphany.
One of the learning outcomes for the Literature course requires students to engage
with a reading of the text which is different from their own. They consider how their
interpretations are shaped or influenced by the perspectives of others; they analyse the
assumptions underpinning an alternative viewpoint and how they are positioned to
respond to a text by the language of the writer (VCAA 2005). They need to understand
that an interpretation of a literary text is shaped and developed through complex inter-
actions between the text, the reader and the writer. With this aim in mind, I selected
an interpretation of Bel Canto that was very different from the readings which my
students had been developing through their discussions with myself and each other.
Jane Marcus-Delgado’s (2005) critical essay, ‘The Destructive Persistence of Myths
and Stereotypes: Civilisation and Barbarism Redux in Ann Patchett’s Bel Canto’
examined the novel from a post-colonial perspective, and suggested that Patchett’s
novel reinforced dangerous, stereotypical perspectives of its Latin-American charac-
ters (the captors) through their interactions with the influence of the West, embodied
in their hostages.
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Initially, my students were outraged by Delgado’s reading. They considered it to
be highly provocative because it was so far removed from the meaning-making they
had been doing with the text: 
It worked so well, because the majority of my students absolutely hated her reading.
They hated what they saw as her selective use of textual evidence, railed against the
lens that she had ‘subjected’ Bel Canto to, and were quite indignant about what they
viewed as her complete disregard for the author’s intention. It was certainly a polaris-
ing interpretation and it really enabled the students to consider a perspective on the text
that was drastically different from where they were coming from… Bel Canto is a
beautifully written text about, well… beauty. In all its forms. For my students, reading
a review about a text they loved which had turned that beauty into something quite
monstrous-well, at first it was like something had been stolen from them… (Bellis
2008b)
Engaging with Delgado’s essay prompted my students to look at Bel Canto with fresh
eyes – in fact, one student commented that she wouldn’t be able to read the text in the
same way again. In order to unpack its theoretical underpinnings, I invited my
students to work with different sections of Delgado’s essay in small groups. I wanted
them to understand the effect of the lens that Delgado was applying. At the same time,
they were required to engage critically with Delgado’s perspective, to consider the
assumptions that she had made, and the way she had used the text to illustrate her
viewpoint. After working on this in small groups, the students presented their ideas to
the whole class. These conversations, in particular, were some of the richest that we
had experienced all year. I think that this was largely because of my students’ close
engagement with critical theory, in ways that were not simple, clean-cut or even
entirely comfortable: 
Theory is uncomfortable. Theory can make us feel uncomfortable, because it makes us
ask questions. It exposes wounds, belief systems, values, silences. It unsettles my
students. It makes us talk about ‘uncomfortable’ topics in the classroom-race, gender,
power, versions of history, identity, knowledge, truths… as my students and I discussed
Delgado, we realised in the middle of our conversation that we were doing the very thing
that she accuses Patchett of (and what Delgado is also guilty of)- privileging certain kinds
of beauty and knowledge over others. ‘But that’s not the point of using opera in the
book,’ we tried to reassure ourselves. ‘She’s not using it as an example of high culture,
she’s using it to suggest that in opera, language doesn’t matter…’ After horrifying my
students with Delgado’s failure to be seduced by the beauty of music, the interesting
thing was what this did to their own readings. How fiercely they wrote, how determinedly
they flipped through pages to prove her wrong. They found a new level of confidence…
the uncomfortable, challenging conversations produced some of the best, and most
thoughtful, writing that I have seen all year. (Bellis 2008b)
The students’ deep level of engagement was evident in their writing. ‘Maria’ did not
dismiss the importance of Delgado’s concerns in her essay, but engaged with them,
whilst at the same time articulating her own reading of the text: 
Whereas Delgado believes that Patchett conveys that ‘the voices not heard in civilisation
are assumed to be at best, inferior, and at worst, silent’, Patchett instead illustrates the
importance and beauty of silence and condemns the noise of the outside world. Delgado
assumes that through the prevalence of Roxanne’s singing she takes control and does not
heed or seeks to control other ‘inferior’ voices within the house. However, whilst Roxanne
is obeyed because of her voice, her voice is not seen to be purely a talent because of civil-
isation, but a talent of nature. She is likened to a ‘bird’ and ‘has the remarkable effect of
D
o
w
n
lo
ad
ed
 B
y:
 [
De
ak
in
 U
ni
ve
rs
it
y]
 A
t:
 0
4:
51
 2
4 
Ma
rc
h 
20
11
Changing English  175
quelling the racket that came from the other side of the wall’ insinuating that music, no
matter whom it comes from, is a natural beauty, able to dull the noise of society…. It is
seen to be the music itself, not the Western perception of what should be accompanied
with such music that becomes important in the house… Furthermore, Delgado underes-
timates the importance of the native music, not in terms of man-made music, but the music
of nature … (extract from Maria’s essay)
Through a close reading of both texts (the novel and the essay), ‘Maria’ gives
credence to the lens which Delgado applies to the novel by asserting that the impact
of colonialism on the unnamed country is indeed present in the novel. But Maria’s
analysis of the novel suggests that the author is critical of, rather than complicit in, this
destructive influence. Another student, ‘Sally’, uses her analysis of the critical essay
to explore similar issues to Delgado, such as the way that racial prejudice is conveyed
in the novel, but in a very different manner: 
Delgado refers to Carmen as ‘the young rebel who “seduces” Gen’, connoting her
actions as brazen and primitive; whereas in the paragraph previous to this, Delgado
refers to Carmen herself in a moment of humility, of natural girlish self-doubt, ‘rejecting
her own beauty’ in favour of that of Roxanne Coss… Delgado is alone in interpreting
Gen and Carmen’s relationship as morally inferior to ‘the more proper interactions of
Roxanne and Mr. Hosokawa’. She ignores the comical description of the latter in the
text, regarding Carmen ‘smuggling a married man into an opera singer’s bedroom’, and
the lyrical, beautiful description of Gen and Carmen’s love, how Gen ‘doesn’t know to
want for more because nothing in his life has been as much as this’. Delgado ignores the
serious, deeply emotional consideration of the equality of this relationship, the careful
description of the specialised skills each character possesses, and instead focuses on their
differing races; an issue to which Patchett gives little credence, instead demonstrating
how insignificant such a difference is. It is Delgado who describes Carmen as ‘the igno-
rant, primitive foil’ to Roxanne, whereas Patchett details these visits as moments of
equality for Carmen and Roxanne…’. (Extract from Sally’s essay)
‘Sally’ taps into one of the central concerns of the novel – connection, beyond the
limitations of language – whilst critically engaging with the language of both authors.
Sally’s confident elucidation of her own reading and her willingness to question
Delgado’s interpretation challenges the scare-mongering of conservative commenta-
tors that students are losing out on the ‘traditional’ purposes of the study of literature
(Donnelly 2006) and merely re-producing the readings that they are ‘given’ by their
teachers. My students were able to appreciate the text’s aesthetic qualities, and make
connections with their own interests and passions, whilst still engaging critically with
both the novel and the perspectives of others.
An either/or mentality limits the educational potential of young people. Fostering
critical engagement with texts and with language does not negate the pleasures of
reading and personal engagement. We need to move beyond polarising visions of the
classroom to a more nuanced understanding of textual practices, which embraces,
rather than fears, complexity. Certainly, what Reid’s vision of the literature workshop
suggests is that such binaries – the personal and the critical, the teacher and the learner
– hold little credence in light of the highly complex processes through which young
people make meaning in the classroom. Surely, approaches to literary texts which
transcend binaries, which are critical, creative, reflective, collaborative and playful
result in richer possibilities for both students and teachers. Such approaches stem from
a belief in the value of dialogue, of conversation, of actively making spaces for talk to
occur.
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5. Dialogic imaginations (Graham, Brenton, Natalie)
At one level, the foregoing discussion has been a conversation between three individual
educators, with contrasting biographies and professional identities. Our journeys in
literature teaching have included diverse teaching experiences, and these experiences
have been enriched and informed by multiple ongoing professional conversations. In
writing this article, we see ourselves as drawing on, continuing and potentially shaping
these conversations. Clearly, we do not always speak as one, and just as clearly the
dialogue in the article extends well beyond our three individual voices. We have sought
to present many voices in dialogue with each other, including those of Ian Reid, Pam
Gilbert, and other advocates of the role that literature should play in English classrooms.
These advocates do not speak as one voice either, and we have resisted any urge to
reduce their dialogue to a discourse in which everyone is saying the same thing. We
have also presented some sharply discordant voices, people who have very different
views about the role of literature in contemporary education. Thus we have presented
Literature teaching as a site of intellectual struggle, involving a dialogic grappling with
the potential of diverse theories and discourses, students and contexts. Such are the
‘transactions’ and negotiations of literature classrooms and the professional practice
of literature teachers. We have also presented literature teaching as a site of imagination
and play.
Terry Eagleton (2007) reminds us, however, that acts of imagination are not always
generative or even benign: ‘There is nothing creative in itself about the imagination,
which launches wars as well as volumes of poetry’ (p. 24). And so in our conversation,
we have engaged with the imaginations of neo-conservative critics who imagine
‘theory’ to be some kind of indoctrination of teachers that has undermined their capacity
to instil in their students the ‘personal’ pleasures and ‘simple joys of reading’ (Slattery
2008a, 2008b; Donnelly 2005). These are the very voices who frame debates about
English teaching and the role of literature in the English classroom in terms of ‘the
culture wars’. In so doing, they position the English teaching profession as education-
ally misguided and ethically adrift. They attack its intellectual traditions and contem-
porary practices and charge the profession to defend itself without recourse to ‘mumbo
jumbo’ theory or ‘gobbledegook’ curriculum – i.e., by keeping it all very simple.
Many of the discordant voices in this article make broad generalisations about
teaching, conveying a sense of a God’s eye view of everything that is happening.
These speculations appear incongruous when compared with the detailed, reflexive
accounts of literature classrooms presented by practising teachers such as Natalie.
And yet these voices imagine they can speak about literature teaching with authority.
They claim to be at war with an insidious political correctness that has supposedly
transformed the Australian educational landscape and infected the hearts and minds of
Australian children (cf. The Australian 2006, ‘Giving out bad Marx’). Such is the level
of their hyperbole. And theirs is the word of authority. For Bakhtin, the ‘authoritative
word’ 
demands that we acknowledge it, that we make it our own; it binds us, quite independent
of any power it might have to persuade us internally; we encounter it with its authority
already fused to it. …. It is, so to speak, the word of the fathers. Its authority was already
acknowledged in the past. It is given (it sounds) in lofty spheres, not those of familiar
contact. … It demands our unconditional allegiance. (Bakhtin 1981, 342)
In presenting these neo-conservative voices within the otherwise ‘heteroglot’ fabric of
our conversation (Bahktin 1984), we have tried to move beyond the binaries of the
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culture wars. In this respect, we signal the need for dialogic polyphony, not only in
our literature classrooms, but also in public discourse. Dialogic polyphony seeks to
engage with the Other, rather than to indulge in adversarial argument framed as point
and counterpoint (see Howie 2008). This is not to suggest that our own position is
utterly open-ended and relativistic. Morson (2004) proposes the notion of the ‘testable
authoritative voice’, as an alternative to the ‘authoritarian’ demand for adherence. A
testable authoritative voice, according to Morson, is one that ‘demands attention’
rather than unconditional ‘adherence’ (p. 321), and it does this through dialogically
engaging with multiple positions and voices, in much the same way as Natalie’s
students are doing in their study of Bel Canto and Delgado’s critical essay about the
novel.
In the context of the dialogic polyphony of voices of this article, and notwithstand-
ing the diversity of biographies and teaching experiences we bring to this dialogue,
there nonetheless emerges a discernable authoritative voice which allows the three
authors to use the first person plural in this final section of the article, at least. We hope
that our construction of this conversation, and our engaging with the voices of others,
is transparent and rigorous enough (i.e., ‘testable’) to invite critical inquiry by others
(see Freebody 2003, 69–70). We might add that our valuing of the imagination does
not mean entertaining the idea that neo-conservative critics might be prepared to engage
in a fair debate about the value and the future of literature teaching in Australia. We
are arguing that a genuinely dialogic approach to these debates, one which connects
with the Other and yet maintains the right to utilise some of the specialist language of
literature teachers in an effort to give accounts of classroom practices and professional
conversations, is strategically preferable to one which concedes the framing of the
debate to others.
With the election in 2007 of the Rudd Labour Government, the excesses of ‘the
Culture Wars’, sponsored by a right-wing government for more than a decade, may
possibly be behind us. Yet where do we now find ourselves? The chair of the recently
established National Curriculum Board in Australia, an initiative of the Rudd Govern-
ment to oversee the introduction of a national curriculum, has called for education
stakeholders to work collaboratively to develop this new curriculum. Professor Barry
McGaw wants the new curriculum to be written in ‘plain English’, in a way that is acces-
sible to the broader community (Interim National Curriculum Board 2008). This appar-
ently innocuous requirement reflects the problematical way in which the English
teaching profession is being positioned in this ‘collaborative process’, as though educa-
tors should be denied a specialist language which embodies the complex knowledge
and practice of their field.
There is something engagingly simple in Reid’s model of the ‘Workshop’ as
distinct from the ‘Gallery’. Each of us – Natalie, Brenton and Graham – imagines
dialogic possibilites in the Workshop metaphor. Many of the accounts of literature
teaching that we have presented in this conversation can be seen to draw on or engage
with elements of this Workshop model. But we recognize that there are dangers in
romanticizing this model, just as there are dangers in fetishising any particular literary
theory or discourse. The accounts we have presented of students reading and making
literature, of meaning making in its many manifestations, of play, of purposeful talk,
of applying a theory or theories or utilising painting in a literature classroom – we
hope that all these examples show some reflexive awareness of the possible limita-
tions of any one approach. And we are ever mindful of the sense in which any account
of a literature classroom is meaningful in terms of the particular socio-cultural
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contexts and dialogic relations that inhere in that setting and at that time. Knowledge
of literature teaching in one context is not easily translocated and applied to another
setting.
For us, the value of Reid’s workshop model opens up dialogic potential, while also
requiring critical scrutiny – just as any theory or account of a literature classroom
might seem attractive and yet prompt professional scepticism at the same time. This
combination of dialogic potential and critical scrutiny is captured, we believe, in
Bakhtin’s notion of ‘innerly persuasive discourse’. Such discourse, Bakhtin explains,
is unfinalisable, reflexive, ever incomplete and dynamic: 
Its creativity and productiveness consist precisely in the fact that … a word awakens
new and independent words, that it organises masses of our words from within, and
does not remain in an isolated and static condition. It is not so much interpreted by us
as it is further … freely, developed, applied to new material, new conditions; it enters
into interanimating relationships with new contexts…. The semantic structure of an
innerly persuasive discourse is not finite, it is open; in each of the new contexts that
dialogize it, this discourse is able to reveal ever new ways to mean. (Bakhtin 1981,
345–6).
For many teachers of literature, such discourse is the heart of the dialogic imagination
that constitutes and informs their professional conversations and teaching practice.
This is what the three of us see at play in the richest traditions and contemporary prac-
tices of literature teaching in Australia. We would do well to maintain our ownership
and engagement with the dialogic innerly persuasive discourses of literature teaching,
so that we can continue to ‘reveal ever new ways to mean’, for our students and for
ourselves as teachers of literature.
Notes
1. Natalie played flute and clarinet for many years and majored in music at university, as well
as English.
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